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Charles Nodiee and Febdinand Denis 

Marie Mennessier-Nodier writes of her father's election to the 
French Academy: " L'annee suivante (1833), FAeademie Fran- 
gaise qu'il avait tant raillee, spirituelle comme elle sait l'etre a ses 
heures, appela Charles Nodier a elle. II me semble voir encore 
Ferdinand Denis, souriant, essouffle, et si heureux de devancer les 
autres amis de l'elu pour lui apporter la nouvelle." x 

There exists in the Bibliotheque Sainte-Genevieve at Paris a 
manuscript note that gives a somewhat fuller account of the visit 
of Denis to the Arsenal the night of Nodier's election. This note 
is written in ink on the last blank leaf of a copy of the first edition 
of Nodier's Jean Sbogar. 2 The first blank leaf of the volume bears 
the name of Ferdinand Denis, and the note, in the same hand- 
writing as the name, reads : 

" Cet ouvrage est la premiere edition d'un ouvrage plusieurs fois 
reimprime. Charles Nodier, ne a Besangon le 24 avril, 1780, mort 
a Paris, le 27 Janvier, 1844, etait dans l'etendue du mot, un esprit 
charmant. Sur quelques points, c'etait un homme d'un grand 
savoir. Ce fut moi qui lui appris en 1833 qu'il etait de l'Academie 
Frangaise. 

" Je travaillais a la Bibliotheque de l'lnstitut et j'allai lui porter 
cette bonne nouvelle a la Bibliotheque de 1' Arsenal. 

" Je passai le reste de la journee avec lui et je dinai a l'Arsenal." 

It may be interesting to recall the figure of this guest. 

Jean Ferdinand Denis (1798-1890) was conservateur of the Bib- 
liotheque Sainte-Genevieve from 1841 to 1865, and administrateur 
from 1865 to 1885. He was what biographers call an indefatigable 
writer, the author of several books on Portuguese literature, of 
several more on the history and customs of Brazil, a constant con- 
tributor to newspapers and reviews. He seems to have had an 
especial interest in proverbial literature, in folk-lore, and in spirit- 
ualism. In 1830 he published a Tableau historique, analytique et 
critique des sciences occultes; in 1832, Le Brahme voyageur, ou la 
sagesse populaire de toutes les Nations, which received the Prix 
Montyon from the French Academy; and in 1843, Le Monde en- 
chants, cosmographie et liistoire naturelle fantastique du moyen age. 

Given these preoccupations of Denis, it is not surprising that 
Nodier found in his librarian confrere a sympathetic spirit. No- 
dier's own interest in the fantastic, especially in the fantastic of the 
Middle Ages, is too well known to need comment, and Jean Fran 
gois les bas-bleus attests his taste for the occult. As to his enthu- 
siasm for proverbs and wise-saws, Denis himself acclaims it and at 
the same time voices a generous appreciation of Nodier in his essay 

1 Charles Nodier, Paris, Didier, 1867, p. 328. 

2 Paris, Gide fils, rue Saint-Marc-Feydeau, 1818. 
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on La Pkilosophie de Sancho Panga, which serves as a preface to Le 
Boux de Lincy's Le Livre des proverbes frangais: 3 

" Les Frangais disent : ' Qui se fait mouton, le loup le mange/ et 
l'Espagnol : ' Faites-vous miel, les mouches vous mangeront,' ce qui, 
aux yeux des gens de sens, sera eternellement une verite de la menie 
portee. Le spirituel Charles Nodier, qui sait tant de choses, et qui 
est meme initie aux secrets les plus caches de la philosophic pro- 
verbiale, Charles Nodier y trouve tout reveles certains arcanes de la 
construction des langues qu'ont scrutes laborieusement les savants 
de tous les pays; c'est la qu'il faut etudier (et dans ces sortes de 
matieres je ne connais pas un homme qui ait plus continuellement 
raison que Nodier), c'est la qu'il faut etudier la partie des langues 
qui echappe aux regies des grammairiens. ' C'est dans ces idiotis- 
mes populaires, expression intime de l'esprit d'un peuple, qu'il faut 
chercher les tours propres et les veritables idiologies de son langage. 
Originalite d'image, hardiesse de figures, etrangete d'inversions, ex- 
emples singuliers d'ellipse et de neologisme, recherche piquante 
d'euphonie : tout y frappe l'attention du grammairien philosophe.' 
Vous le voyez bien, voila le secret de Nodier decouvert, ce sont les 
proverbes qui out forme en lui ce style si curieusement travaille, 
sans que l'inspiration en soit un moment ralentie ; ce style aux sail- 
lies brillantes, inattendues, que la science la plus variee n'a jamais 
comprimees un instant. On trouve tout dans les proverbes, mais 
personne malheureusement n'y a derobe le style de Nodier." 

It seems entirely natural that Ferdinand Denis should have felt 
impelled to carry to his friend and colleague the news of his election 
to the French Academy. What is surprising at first glance is that, 
given the social traditions of the Arsenal, the event was not cele- 
brated with greater festivity. Had there been any distinguished 
guests, Denis would doubtless have named them. His note points 
rather to a quiet dinner and evening en famille. Nor would Marie 
have failed to mention it, had her father's friends given him an 
ovation. It is to be remembered, however, that by 1833 the " di- 
neurs de fondation " had lost the habit of coming to the Arsenal; 
the " boutique romantique " no longer was in vogue. The new 
young chef d'ecole had led his followers away. 4 Nodier's personality 
had not been a match for Hugo's, and after Hernani Nodier became 
old-fashioned. 

The third of October, 1833, Nodier wrote to his old friend. 
Charles Weiss : s 

" J'ai regu avec beaucoup de plaisir les deux aimables Franc-eom 

3 Paris, Paulin, 1842, 2 vols., I, xiii. 

*In a recent article in the Revue d'histoire litteraire de la France (avril- 
juin, 1918), entitled Le " Moi" Romantique de Charles Nodier, M. Leonce 
Pingaud discusses different phases in the relation of Hugo and Nodier 
after 1827. 

" Correspondance inedite de Charles Nodier, 1796-1844, publiee par G. 
Estignard, Paris, 1876, p. 273. 
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toises, et nos femmes feront tous les efforts pour rendre a ces dames 
leur sejour agreable a Paris, mais ce qu'elles peuvent se reduit a 
peu de chose. II y a deux ans que les soirees de 1' Arsenal ont cesse 
pour deux ou trois raisons, et je n'imagine pas qu'elles se renouvel- 
lent jamais." 

Nodier always revealed his moods to Weiss. This letter was writ- 
ten in a particularly black one. He was ill, worried over financial 
matters, and solitary. 

The breaking-up of the circle that had gathered with so much 
enthusiasm around Nodier is hard to reconcile with the charm that 
he certainly had exercised over its members during the great years 
of the Arsenal. It is not flattering to human nature to say that 
they slipped away from him because he left them too much freedom, 
because he had not known how to dominate them, but such seems 
to have been the case. A passage by Madame Victor Hugo, quoted 
by Marie Nodier, 6 furnishes perhaps the clue to the very traits of 
generosity in Nodier that lost him his friends. 

" Aucune hospitalite ne sera plus cordiale et plus franche que 
celle de Nodier. On concoit qu'avec sa nature lachee et involon- 
taire, il ne pouvait rien avoir de ces maitres de maison virils et sou- 
verains qui, meme a leur insu, pesent sur leurs invites, dont l'au- 
torite inalienable gene instinctivement toute expansion, et chez 
lesquels vous sentez vaguement que vous n'etes tout au pins que le 
locataire de votre joie. 

" Chez Nodier, chacun possedait son plaisir en propre, et n'en 
devait compte a qui que ce fut. Nodier etait trop impersonnel et 
se supprimait trop pour intervenir jamais en dominateur dans 
aucun elan. Ses amis etaient plus chez eux que chez lui. 

" Faible, gracieux, et presque feminin, il faisait pour ainsi dire 
l'hospitalite femme." 

Eunice Mobgan Scheistck. 

Bryn Maicr College. 
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Expressive English. By James C. Fernald (New York, Funk & 
Wagnalls Co., 1918). An author of long experience in the making 
of books cannot but be aware of the essentials of a proper book-title, 
— accuracy and conformity to good taste. There is, however, some- 
thing in the titular adjective here employed bv Mr. Fernald that 
may, at least in the mind of some extreme purist, be suggestive 
of a grade of books in which such expressions as, for example, " in- 
tensive study " may be found in a congeries of professional jargon. 
After a reading of the Preface of this book, however, it is fair to 
state, no unfavorable inference from its title is likely to survive, 
for there is conveyed an enthusiastic concern for the future of the 

e Op. cit., p. 347. 



